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Preface 
Two enemies of the evangelical church today are intellectualism 
and legalism. The former exalts the mind to the exclusion of the 
heart, whereas the latter stresses outward conformity rather than 
inward transformation. Gnosticism elevates knowledge above 
faith, while ecclesiastical traditionalism suppresses grace with 
laws. In most situations, these errors are found separately; how-
ever, they were joined in the heresy which affected the church at 
Colosse. Paul attacked these two errors through the exposition of 
true spiritual wisdom and of the believer's positional complete-
ness in Christ. In studying Colossians, therefore, you wil1 see 
how a submis-sive life of faith and grace is the only spiritual expe-
rience which wil1 glorify Christ. 
This study has been designed to teach the Word of God to 
others. It is an attempt to make clear the meaning of the English 
text (King James Version) through organization, exposition, and 
careful usage of the Greek text. It is planned as a readable study, 
using a nontechnical vocabulary and smooth transitions from one 
section to the next. The words of the English text are denoted by 
quotation marks for easy reference, the Greek words are translit-
erated , and necessary grammatical explanations have been put 
into the footnotes . 
Divided into thirteen chapters, this book can be used by adult 
Sunday-school classes or Bible-study groups for a traditional quar-
ter of thirteen weeks. Concluding each chapter are discussion 
qu stions, designed to stimulate personal inquiry and to make the 
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truth of God relevant. This book can also be used as a private 
Bible-study guide. In either case, this study should be read with 
an open Bible. It is my prayer that men and women will be 
blessed and edified as they undertake this study of Colossians and 
Philemon. 
A special word of thanks is extended to Cornelius Zylstra and 
Dan Van't Kerkhoff, editors of Baker Book House, who encour-
aged and assisted me in this project. This volume will comple-
ment my other expositions: Called to be Saints (I Corinthians); 
Stand Firm in the Faith (II Corinthians); Stand Fast in Liberty 
(Galatians); and Stand United in Joy (Philippians) 
Also, my love and appreciation go to my wife, Gloria, and to 
my daughter, Gail , who both carefully typed the manuscript. 
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-Part 1 
Colossians 

\ 
Introduction 
I. WRITER 
All evidence definitely points to Paul as the author. He called 
himself by name three times (1:1, 23; 4:18). He identified himself 
both as -an apostle and a minister (1 :1, 23, 25). He ended the 
epistle with his typical handwritten salutation (4:18; cf. II Thess . 
3:17). His associates who were with him when he wrote the epistle 
(1:1; 4:9- 14) are also mentioned in Philemon (1, 10, 23- 24): 
Timothy, Onesimus, Aristarchus, Mark, Epaphras, Luke, and De-
mas. In both of these books, he addressed Archippus (Col. 4:17; 
Philem. 2). These features argue for a single author of both books 
at the same time and place. 
Some people have argued against Pauline authorship by stating 
that the style -and vocabulary in this book are different from the 
style and vocabulary in his other epistles. The nature of the sub-
ject matter often determines the literary style and the choice of 
words, however. Actually, the content of Ephesians and Colos-
sians is similar. Others feel that the nature of the heresy was too 
advanced for the sixth and seventh decades of the first century 
and that it reflects a second-century error; however, the book re-
futes an incipient Gnosticism, not a mature expression. Some crit-
ics believe that the theological concepts of Christ's person and 
work are also advanced, but His sovereign deity is expressed else-
where by Paul (cf. Phil. 2:5- 11). 
II. CITY OF COLOSSE 
The city was situated on a rocky ridge overlooking the valley of 
th Lycus Riv r that runs through this mountainous district . Co-
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losse was located about one hundred miles east of Ephesus and 
about eleven miles east and slightly south of Laodicea. 
In the fifth century B.C. , during the Persian wars, Colosse was 
an important city, but as her companion cities Laodicea and Hie-
rapolis grew, she declined. In New Testament times she was less 
important than the other two. However, the city did retain some 
mercantile value because it was one of the stops on the trade 
route to the East and because glossy black wool was provided 
through the sheep industry in adjoining hills . 
The city was destroyed by an earthquake during the reign of 
Nero, but it was quickly rebuilt. Today, the ancient site lies in 
ruins with a modem town, Chronas, located nearby. 
ID. ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CHURCH 
The evangelization of Colosse is not specifically mentioned in 
the Book of Acts . During Paul's three years of ministry in Ephe-
sus, Luke recorded "that a11 they which dwelt in Asia heard the 
word of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and Greeks" (Acts 19:10). Most 
scholars think that it was at this time the church at Colosse was 
founded . 
Paul, though, probably did not go to Colosse himself. He 
wrote: "For I would that ye knew what great conflict I have for 
you, and for them at Laodicea, and for as many as have not seen 
my face in the flesh" (2:1). This verse suggests that both the Lao-
dicean and the Colossian churches had not experienced his direct, 
personal ministry. 
How then were the churches started? There are two plausible 
alternatives. The first is that one of Paul's associates , possibly 
Timothy, went into the region of Laodicea and Colosse during the 
apostle's stay at Ephesus. Perhaps this is why the name of Timo-
thy is included in the introductory greeting (1:1). The second 
is that residents of Laodicea and Colosse, perhaps Epaphras 
(1:7- 8; 4:12-13), Nymphas (4:15), and/or Philemon (Philem. 
1- 2), journeyed to Ephesus, were saved directly through Paul's 
ministry, returned to their hometowns, and started churches 
there. Since Paul had led Philemon to Christ (Philem. 19) and 
knew several by name in Colosse and Laodicea (Epaphras , Nym-
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phas, Philemon, Apphia, and Archippus), this view looms as the 
more likely possibility. The converts of these initial converts never 
had had the privilege of seeing Paul, and yet they looked to 
him for apostolic direction. In a sense, he was their spiritual 
grandfather. This is why Paul's knowledge of their spiritual condi-
tion was secondhand (1:4, 8). 
The membership was composed largely, if not exclusively, of 
Gentiles. Paul identified them as "being dead in your sins and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh" (2:13; cf. Eph. 2:1). "Uncircumci-
sion" is a designation for Gentiles (cf. Rom. 2:24-27; Eph. 2:11). 
It is possible that the phrases "among the Gentiles" and "in you" 
were meant to be synonymous (1:27). The phrase, "And you, that 
were sometimes alienated and enemies in your mind" (1:21), 
sounds like Paul's description of lost Gentiles elsewhere (Eph. 
2:ll-12t 4:17-18). 
IV. NATURE OF THE HERESY 
The false teaching at Colosse consisted of a mixture or merger 
of Jewish legalism, Greek or incipient Gnostic philosophy, and 
possibly Oriental mysticism. Because of these diverse elements, 
some scholars have thought that Paul was dealing with two or 
three different groups of false teachers; however, as a study of the 
book shows, fhe characteristics are so interwoven as to suggest 
one group of heretics with multiple errors in their teaching. 
Were these teachers Jewish or Gentile? It is difficult to say 
with certainty; neither answer affects the content of the heresy. 
Thus it is safe to identify the false teaching as either Judaistic 
Gnosticism or Gnostic Judaism. 
Many Jews lived in that area because their ancestors were 
forced to migrate there under the Seleucid ruler, Antiochus III. 
The descendants eventually strayed away from orthodox Judaism 
and succumbed to the influence of Greek philosophy. The heresy 
at Colosse did have a strong Jewish ritualistic character, whereas 
second-century Gnosticism manifested more the philosophical ele-
ment. 
It is also difficult to determine whether these heretics were 
within the church membership or attacked the church from with-
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out. Paul warned against both sourc (Acts 20:29- 30). ince the 
church was young and did have some ad quate lead rship, it 
would seem that the heresy came as an outside threat. 
What was this heresy? It taught that spiritual knowl dge is 
available only to those with superior intellects, thu creating a 
spiritual caste system. Faith was treated with contempt; advanced 
Gnosticism even taught that salvation is received by knowledge. 
Adherents believed that they could understand divine mysteries 
totally unknown and unavailable to the typical Christian . 
An influence of Greek philosophy was its teaching that all mat-
ter is innately evil and that the soul or mind is intrinsically good. 
This logically led to a denial of the creation of the material world 
by God and to a denial of the incarnation of Jesus Christ. The 
latter involved a repudiation of His humanity, His physical death, 
and His physical resurrection . 
To explain the exist nee of th material world , the heretics 
taught that a series of angelic emanations created it. According to 
th se teachers , God created an angel who er ated another angel 
who in turn created another angel ad infinitum . The last angel in 
this series then created the world. This ang lie co mogony thus 
denied God's direct creation and upervi ion of the world . This 
conviction resulted in some practical theological error. It stressed 
the transcendence of God to th exclusion of Hi immanence. 
Since God did not create the world in the past, the heretics 
argued, He does not work in the world in the pre ent. This ruled 
out the value of prayer or the pos ibility of miracles. It led to a 
false worship of angels . If the world re ulted from angelic emana-
tions, then the person in the world had to work his way back to 
God through this s ri s. Thus he would have to know who those 
angels were and how many there were in order to giv each his 
proper r p ct. 
Christ was reduced by most Gnostics into a creature, perhaps 
the highest being that God creat d . This was an attack upon the 
Trinity and upon the eternal , sovereign deity of Jesus Christ. 
In daily living, the heresy led to asceticism and legalism. If 
matter is evil, then the body is evil. The heresy taught that to 
destroy the desires of the body (in order to satisfy the needs of 
the soul), a rigid cod of b havior- including circumci ion , die-
tary law , and observances of feasts - had to be follow d. 
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V. TIME AND PLACE 
During Paul's absence from Asia, this heresy began to infiltrate 
the area. The leaders of the Colossian church were apparently un-
able to cope with it, so they sent Epaphras to Rome to consult 
with Paul. Quite possibly, Epaphras was the founder and pastor 
of the church. When he left, Archippus assumed the pastoral re-
sponsibility (1:7; 4:17). Epaphras informed Paul of the Colossians' 
faith (1:4-5), their love for Paul (1:8), and the heretical threat . 
Unable to go to Colosse because of his imprisonment, Paul 
penned this epistle and sent it to the church through Tychicus 
and Onesimus (4:7-9). For some unknown reason, Epaphras was 
imprisoned along with Paul by the Roman government (Philem. 
23). Since Epaphras could not return to Colosse at this time to 
correct the situation with the apostolic authority of the epistle, 
the task~ was assigned to Tychicus. However, Paul assured the 
church members that Epaphras was laboring "fervently for [them] 
in prayers, that [they] may stand perfect and complete in all the 
will of God" (4:12). Thus, within eight years of the establish-
ment of the church, Paul had to write to this young, immature, 
threatened church to warn it against the errors of the heresy 
(2:8. 16, 20). 
VI. PURPOSES 
Paul wrote, therefore , to express his prayerful interest in the 
spiritual development of the Colossian believers (1:1-12), to set 
forth the sovereign headship of Jesus Christ over creation and the 
church (1:13- 29), to warn against the moral and doctrinal errors 
of the heresy (2:1-23), to exhort the Colossians to a life of holi-
ness (3:1-4:6), to explain the mission of Tychicus and Onesimus 
(4:7-9), to send greetings from his associates (4:10-15), and to 
command the exchange of correspondence with the Laodicean 
church (4:16-18). 
VII. DISTINCTIVE FEATURES 
The pistle' s dos resemblance to Ephesians both in content 
and vocabulary must be mention d. So much of Colossians is r -
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peated in Ephesians that the two books must have been written 
at the same time and place. Here are some related contrasts: 
Colossians 
Completeness in Christ 
Mystery of Christ in the body 
of the believer 
Emphasis on Christ as the head 
of the body 
Ephesians 
Oneness in Christ 
Mystery of Jews and Gentiles as 
one in the body of Christ 
Emphasis on the church as the 
body of Christ 
Colossians contains a classic passage on the preeminence of Jesus 
Christ (1:14-22). This passage actually develops grammatically 
as a relative clause ("in whom," en hoi) within the apostle's prayer 
(1:9- 14). The listed descriptive titles of Christ are unique: the 
image of the invisible God, the first-born of every creature, the 
head of the body, the beginning, and the first-born from the 
dead. His role as creator of the universe is explained through four 
prepositional phrases : sphere of creation 0iterally, "in him," en 
autoi; 1:16); agent of creation ("by him," di' autou; 1:16); goal of 
creation ("for him ," eis auton; 1:16); and prior to creation ("before 
all things ," pro pant{m; 1:17). Paul also called Him the sustainer 
of creation ("by him all things consist," 1:17). Both in the natural 
and in the spiritual creations, Christ is sovereign and should have 
the preeminei:ice. 
Colossians contains the most severe warning against unguided 
human intellect or nonbiblical philosophy: "Beware lest any man 
spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition 
of men, after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ" 
(2:8). The Greek word for "philosophy" (philosophia) means "love 
of wisdom." In Christ are 'bid all the treasures of wisdom [sophias] 
and knowledge" (2:3); therefore, a genuine love for wisdom 
should lead to a pe rfect love for Christ. However, many systems 
that exist under the guise of philosophy are really governed by 
human or world standards, by humanism or antisupernaturalism, 
rather than by divine revelation centered in the person of Christ. 
Christians need to distinguish between true and false philosophies. 
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